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Chapter I
Introduction
Throughout her career, contemporary writer Barbara Kingsolver has written novels
that appeal to both readers and critics. Beginning with The Bean Trees in 1988, through

Poisonwood Bible in 1998, Kingsolver established herself as a rising star among
contemporary writers. In a review of one of Kingsolver’s books, one critic said, “It seems

there is nothing she can’t do” (Smith 3).
Kingsolver sets herself apart from many of her peers in both her style and her themes.

Raised in Kentucky, but now living in Arizona, she has a gift for storytelling. Her dialogue
is strong, especially in its ability to capture the sound and voice of the working class. Her

characters, for the most part, are well developed. Very often, they are people we would want
as friends and neighbors, especially in the toughest of times. Her fiction is full of humor
even when the subject is dark. All of these elements—dialogue, characterization and

humor—add up to a style that is both literary and accessible. She told one interviewer: “I

really believe that complex ideas can be put across in simple language. And a good plot

never hurt anybody. It doesn’t cost you in literary terms to give your readers a reason to turn
a page” (Kerr 55).
Kingsolver also sets herself apart by incorporating her political views into her

writing. She laments what she perceives to be a modern-day separation of art and politics,
and she feels an obligation to write about the issues that she feels are important. In an
interview with Lisa See of Publishers Weekly, Kingsolver says she wants to leave the world

a little more reasonable and just” (46). She says the way to do this is through her writing:

“The only authentic and moving fiction you can write is about things that are most urgent to
you and worth disturbing the universe over” (47).
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Kingsolver’s fiction acknowledges the problems of American society today:
families are fragmented, and children are neglected and abused; the under-educated have
fewer opportunities and a weaker safety net on which to rely; racism and sexism are

prevalent. Kingsolver’s fiction centers on people, mainly women and minorities, who are

struggling with these kinds of problems, but her books are hopeful because they provide

achievable solutions. More than anything else, Kingsolver emphasizes interdependency:
the need for people to rely on each other, to form connections, to form communities that
provide each member of the group with support. Kingsolver does not expect her

characters to exist independently, as she explained to interviewer Donna Perry:
To be American is to be independent. We celebrate Independence Day and
heroes like Charles Lindbergh who flew across the ocean all alone. We even

celebrate the single mother who can manage to do everything with no help.

And I feel no kinship with that cultural value. ... I celebrate dependency.

I love the idea that a lot of people have contributed to my life. (146)
In each of Kingsolver’s first three novels, the main characters are women who come

to recognize the value of the community. At first, the protagonists attempt to achieve or
maintain their independence. Then, through chance and choice, they find themselves
dependent on others to get by, not just financially, but also emotionally. The communities

they form or join are an extended family connected by a deep sense of responsibility and
love. This paper will examine how the protagonists of these books grow as women when

they recognize and form ties to the larger community. This paper also will look at the

communities of Kingsolver’s work: how they are formed, what holds them together and
what threatens to break them apart. In addition, the paper will explore how Kingsolver’s
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non-traditional view of community is all-inclusive; not only are members connected to
each other by common interests and common language, they are also connected to a

greater world community and to their environment.

As a committed environmentalist, Kingsolver sees a need to emphasize how

people’s lives are closely entwined with their environment. Nature—from the smallest
insect to the tallest mountain—is an integral part of a character’s community.

Environmental issues are most important to Kingsolver’s second novel, Animal Dreams,

in which the protagonist helps the town stave off environmental disaster. However, nature
also plays a part in the two books that will be studied here, The Bean Trees and Animal

Dreams. Flora and fauna, especially birds, bugs and plants, represent important lessons
for both the characters and the reader.
In her fiction, Kingsolver recognizes the supportive and nurturing relationships
women have with each other, and she places particular emphasis on connections among

women. The communities examined in these two novels function well with few men.

The community of The Bean Trees includes just one man who serves as the protagonist’s
love interest. The community of Pigs in Heaven has as its spiritual leader a man.
However, young women play an important role in the spiritual life of this culture, and the

family matriarchs clearly keep the struggling community together.

In concentrating on communities made up in large part by women, Kingsolver is
continuing a long literary tradition. Scholar Nina Auerbach, in her book Communities of

Women, traces the recurring image of female communities in literature. In studying
works as diverse as Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Muriel Spark’s The Prime of

Miss Jean Brodie, Auerbach shows how communities of women are simultaneously
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defective and transcendent. Communities of women are different from those formed by

men—especially in their codes and their purposes—but are just as vital:
As a recurrent literary image, a community of women is a rebuke to the
conventional ideal of a solitary woman living for and through men, attaining

citizenship in the community of adulthood through masculine approval

alone. The communities of women which have haunted our literary
imagination from the beginning are emblems of female self-sufficiency
which create their own corporate reality, evoking both wishes and fears. (5)

Kingsolver’s interest in community can be traced back to her early years in
Kentucky. Kingsolver was bom in Annapolis, Maryland, but grew up in Carlisle,

Kentucky, a small farming community. She felt like an outcast, separated from her peers,
not just by her tall, gawky appearance, but also by her outlook. Her father, a doctor, had

taken his family to live for some time on St. Lucia in the Lesser Antilles and in the Congo
in Africa. Lie encouraged his children to read and excel in school. Kingsolver saw
possibilities beyond small-town life. The future she feared most was staying in Carlisle,

using what she had learned in home economics and getting married, as so many of her
classmates would do. In her collection of essays called High Tide in Tucson: Essays from

Now or Never, Kingsolver writes, “I clawed like a cat in a gunnysack against the doom I

feared: staying home to reupholster my mother’s couch one hundred thousand weekends

in a row, until some tolerant myopic farm boy came along to rescue me from sewing-

machine slavery” (48).
As an adult she gained an appreciation for Carlisle. She recognized that it had
shaped her in many important ways. She told interviewer Perry, for her book Backtalk:
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Women Writers Speak Out, that neighbors were what allowed the people in Carlisle to get

by. People there knew who grew their food and who would help them if their bam burned

down: “There’s this human connection and you understand that your life depends on the
people around you” (145). Kingsolver came to understand the importance of community,

of having people on whom to depend: “From living in a town that listened in on party

lines, I learned both the price and the value of community” (High Tide in Tucson 42).
Kingsolver began to write when she was a child. She kept a journal and told her

mother the stories that she made up. However, Kingsolver did not set out to become a

writer. In an interview for Contemporary Authors, she said, “ . . . writing for a living
never seemed a practical ambition. I grew up in a very small town in eastern Kentucky,

and I didn’t know any writers. The writers that I read were mostly old, dead men. It was
inconceivable to me that I might grow up to be a writer myself’ (286). Instead, her skill

in music earned her a scholarship to DePauw University. When she realized that music

did not hold much of a future, she changed her major to biology with a minor in English.
As a young person, her favorite writers were Eudora Welty, Carson McCullers and
Flannery O’Connor (See 46). In college she explored the writings of Karl Marx and

Friedrich Engels and discovered the works of Gloria Steinem and Betty Friedan (Neill
110). Her interest in feminism continues today and is reflected in her writing, which

concentrates heavily on women and their relationships. She told Robin Epstein of The
Progressive that, as she was growing up, she learned about women by reading works by
male authors (34). She felt those writers “got a lot of it wrong”:

. . . 1 think our first responsibility, and also our first treasure as writers, is to
represent ourselves. So women are always dead center in my novels. And

Calwell 6

my novels are about the things women most think about, like keeping our
children fed, and how to manage on not much income. I think it’s important

to do that, because it’s not traditionally been the main stuff of literature.
And it needs to be. (34)

At DePauw, Kingsolver became politically active for the first time. She participated
in the last protests against the Vietnam War. Those protests showed her what political
activism could do: “It was a magnificent experience . . . my sense that I can—and really

have to—do something about the stuff that’s bothering me” (Perry 145). After college,

Kingsolver remained active in political causes, including efforts to raise public awareness
of human rights abuses in Latin America. In her politics, Kingsolver identifies herself as
a Marxist, which helps explain her emphasis on community. In an interview with

Kingsolver, Robin Epstein asked her about the unifying theme of High Tide in Tucson.
Kingsolver responded, “I didn’t title the book, Barbara the Marxist Takes on Life, but
that’s what it is. Let’s face it. 1 steered clear of the M word, because people are so

ignorant” (36).

After college, Kingsolver traveled and worked for several years before beginning a
master’s program in biology at the University of Arizona. After finishing her master’s
degree, Kingsolver took a job as a technical writer rather than continue with her doctorate.
This job led her into a career in writing, first as a freelance writer, then as an essayist,

novelist and poet. Her first novel The Bean Trees was published in 1988. It was followed

in 1989 by a nonfiction work called Holding The Line: Women in the Great Arizona Mine
Strike of 1983 and a book of short stories called Homeland and Other Stories. Two other

books of fiction followed: Animal Dreams in 1990, and Pigs in Heaven in 1993. Another

Calwell 7

America, a collection of Kingsolver’s poetry with Spanish translations, was published in

1991. Her collection of essays, High Tide in Tucson: Essays from Now or Never, was
published in 1995. The Poisonwood Bible, her latest work, was published in the fall of

1998.
Beginning with The Bean Trees, Kingsolver’s work has received generally positive

reviews from the critics. Her accessible style, humor and well-drawn characters drew
praise. Some critics have found her work predictable, but others have felt she is breaking
new ground with her writing.

In his review of The Bean Trees for New York Times Book Review, Jack Butler
called the book “a strange new combination, branchy and dense, each of its stories packed

with microstories and yet the whole is clear as air” (15). He said the book “is as richly

connected as a fine poem, but reads like realism” (15). The fault he found with the book
was that it lost its immediacy for him as the conflicts neared resolution. He said Taylor,

the main character, becomes “too perfect” (15). Karen FitzGerald, who reviewed the
book for Ms. , had fewer reservations about the novel. In her article titled “A Major New

Talent,” FitzGerald took note of the political aspects of the novel as she summarized the
plot. Then she said:

Given such ostensible contrivances of plot and character, The Bean Trees
would seem to be on a collision course with its own political correctness.

But Barbara Kingsolver has resisted turning her characters into mouthpieces
for the party line. Instead she has written a vivid and engaging first novel

that is concerned more with love and friendship than with the perils of single
motherhood and the politics of the sanctuary movement. (28)
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FitzGerald saw the focus of the novel as the friendships among the women, and she
grouped Kingsolver among other contemporary feminist writers interested in women’s
friendships. FitzGerald concluded: “Barbara Kingsolver has rhapsodized the

everydayness of such havens in a hard world, and in doing so, she has written an

entertaining and inspiring first novel” (28).

With the publication of Kingsolver’s second novel, Animal Dreams, critics began
weighing where to classify her among her peers. When Jane Smiley reviewed Animal

Dreams for New York Times Book Review, she concluded that Kingsolver is part of a
new breed of writers who recognize that the political doctrines of the past, “whether

Marxist, Freudian, religious, capitalist or scientific,” have turned out to be ineffectual (2).
Smiley said Kingsolver focuses on the particulars of a situation and what those particulars

can reveal about the world around us: “Barbara Kingsolver is one of the increasing
number of American novelists who are trying to rewrite the political, cultural and spiritual

relationships between our country’s private and public spheres” (2). In her review of the
book for Washington Post Book World, Ursula K. LeGuin also attempted to sort out how
Kingsolver relates to her peers. LeGuin said that Animal Dreams represents a new type of

fiction focusing on relationships “aesthetically rich and of great political and spiritual
significance and power” (8). LeGuin compared her to other writers who also emphasize

relationships, including Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich, Toni Morrison and Paula
Gunn Allen.

Kingsolver’s third book of fiction, Pigs in Heaven, which won the Los Angeles
Times Book Award for Fiction in 1993, also received generally positive praise from the

critics. However, some questioned the resolution of the central conflict of the novel.
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Rhoda Koenig, writing for New York magazine, criticized the novel on several points.
She explained the Native American legend behind the title of the book and then said,

“. . . the title unfortunately suggests its tone, a cute, dreamy mindlessness that subverts

the issues of conflict and choice it propounds” (100). She said that a “sticky cloud of
niceness” envelops most of the characters, a cloud which she said, ruins any suspense in

the novel: “Who can envision a tragic ending for any of these sweet people, all of them

concerned with doing the right thing?” (100).
Not all of the reviews were negative, however. Wendy Smith gave high praise to

the book in The Washington Post Book World. She said Kingsolver successfully resolves
a thorny issue, the conflict between the needs of the community and the needs of the

individual. Smith compared Kingsolver’s ability to write about the working class with

contemporary writer Lee Smith and said of Kingsolver: “Her dialogue sparkles with the
sassy wit and earthy poetry of ordinary folks’ talk; her descriptions have a magical

lyricism rooted in daily life but also on familiar terms with the eternal. Her political
sophistication is as impressive as her knowledge of the human heart. It seems there’s
nothing that she can’t do” (3).

Reviews of Kingsolver’s latest book The Poisonwood Bible have also been
generally positive. Reviewers recognized that this book, which centers on a missionary

family in the Congo in the 1950s and 1960s, is a step up from her earlier work in terms of
complexity and scope. Most took note of the fact that politics plays a much greater role in
this novel than in her previous three. While some found the work too heavy-handed,
others felt Kingsolver skillfully tempered her political stance. Sarah Kerr, writing for the

New York Times, called the novel “learned, tragicomic and sprawling” (54). She also
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said of the novel: “There’s this majesty, a 1 ^-century-novel echo to this sweeping vision
of nature doing its thing independent of the human will. It’s an effect perhaps only

Kingsolver, of all contemporary novelists, has the expertise to pull off” (55). Michiko
Kakutani, who also reviewed the book for the New York Times, recognized that Nathan,
the missionary father who takes his family to the Congo, represents the patronizing

attitudes of white colonialists: “Such efforts by Ms. Kingsolver to turn the story of the
Price family into a social allegory can be heavy-handed at times, transforming many of

her characters into one-dimensional pawns in a starkly lit morality play” (1). John Skow,

who reviewed the novel for Time, had a better opinion of the work. He said that despite
casting a preacher as a fool and a villain, Kingsolver manages not to be preachy: “ ...she
is a gifted magician of words—her sleight of phrase easily distracting a reader who might

be on the point of rebellion. Her novel is both powerful and quite simple. It is also
angrier and more direct than her earlier books” (113).

In recent years, scholars have given Kingsolver’s work some study. Two in-depth
studies of her writing were done by Patti Capel Swartz for the journal Isle and Meredith

Sue Willis for Appalachian Review. In her 1994 article titled “Barbara Kingsolver,

Moving On,” Willis examined Kingsolver’s novels and showed how they reflect
Appalachian traditions. Beyond the fact that several of the books’ main characters are
from Kentucky, Willis said Kingsolver’s fiction exemplifies Appalachian themes, history

and lifestyle. One Appalachian tradition that shapes Kingsolver’s fiction, the scholar said,

is an emphasis on community. Willis said the title of Animal Dreams is appropriate
because the novel is a “dream” of how a community can come together to resolve its
problems: “This kind of idealization, unlike love affairs in some popular fiction, is not an

F
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escape from reality but a fictional consideration of what people really want—in a love, in

a community-—no small thing in our disenfranchised and frightening era” (83).

Swartz’s 1993 article, “ ‘Saving Grace’: Political and Environmental Issues and the
Role of Connections in Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal Dreams,” focuses on themes of
Animal Dreams. Swartz sees the central meaning of the book as the shaping of the
characters’ souls—how they are made “vibrant and vital” (65). They do this, she said, by

making connections with other individuals, as well as with natural world and the spiritual
world, and by accepting themselves (65). Swartz also explored how Kingsolver brings

political issues into her fiction: “It is no mean feat to incorporate principles and politics
into readable narrative, yet Kingsolver manages just that by telling a good story through

which political commitment emerges as an integral part of the characters’ lives and
growth” (65).
While Swartz calls Kingsolver’s writing “subversive” and “a call for change” (73),

another scholar took an entirely different view of Kingsolver’s work. Maureen Ryan,

writing for Journal of American Culture, said Kingsolver’s fiction is popular because it is
“fundamentally conservative” (77). Her 1995 article titled “Barbara Kingsolver’s Lowfat
Fiction” examines why Kingsolver’s work is popular with critics and readers alike. Ryan
asserted that Kingsolver’s books sell well and receive good reviews because they are

politically correct yet conservative in both style and viewpoint: “ . . . they give us all the
comforting conventions of old-time realistic fiction, flavored with the cool contemporary

lingo favored by many of the truly hip young guns” (77). Ryan contended that
Kingsolver’s work can be considered conservative because it often places a high value on

motherhood:
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Kingsolver’s apparent appreciation for non-traditional families is
compromised by her unrelenting admiration for mothers. And though
undoubtedly she means to suggest a vision for improving society, in fact her

privileging of family values works to compromise her message about the

injustices of our society, which finally just don’t seem that ominous. (81)
Two other scholars, Donna Perry and Bruce Fleming, also included Kingsolver in

their studies of contemporary fiction. In her 1993 book, Perry compiled interviews that
she did with fifteen contemporary female writers, including Kingsolver. The women, who

represent six different countries, talk about their lives and their work, especially the
barriers they encountered in their writing careers. In her introduction to Kingsolver’s

interview, Perry said Kingsolver’s emphasis on connections and inter-dependence makes
her writing similar to that of Eudora Welty: “ . . . they show a sympathetic attitude toward

characters, as well as journalist’s sharp eye. But Kingsolver grounds her stories in a
broader political context than Welty does” (143).
Fleming compares Kingsolver to a different group of contemporary writers—male

and female—in a 1994 article titled “Woolf Cubs: Current Fiction” published in Antioch
Review. In Fleming’s opinion, the writers, excluding Kingsolver, are “children of

Woolf’—modernists in the vein of Virginia Woolf because they give the reader few
details about their characters and show an ambivalence toward plot (550). He

distinguished Kingsolver by saying, “Kingsolver does understand plot—as well as

characterization, both from the inside and from the outside. Furthermore she writes well,
if less ostentatiously than [Melanie Rae] Thon. (This is a virtue.) Thus her work stands

head and shoulders above the others in this particular group of novels” (563). Fleming
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went on to criticize parts of Pigs in Heaven, especially the resolution, which he says

Kingsolver accomplishes with “musical comedy patness” (564). Yet he says, “I only know

I enjoyed this book, and willingly forgave its trespasses. It’s more correctly described as a

novel than anything else I read here . . .” (565).
In coming years, critics and scholars undoubtedly will do further studies of

Kingsolver’s work. Poisonswood Bible, her latest book, offers a vast territory to explore

for scholars interested in political allegory and religious imagery. This paper, however,
concentrates on two earlier works and the theme that is most prominent in both—that of

community. In particular, this paper will examine how the books’ main characters grow
when they connect to their community and how Kingsolver’s attitude toward community
is maintained from one book to the other.
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Chapter II
Analysis of The Bean Trees

In The Bean Trees, Kingsolver examines what brings people together and what
happens when they form a community. This funny, sharp novel focuses on a young

woman who sets off in search of independence and adventure only to find that
independence is impossible—especially when you are female, poor and uneducated—and
that the greatest adventures can occur while simply trying to get through the day.
This protagonist, Taylor Greer, journeys from the community of her childhood to a

new home, where she develops a new community, made up primarily of women. Her

physical journey is matched by a personal journey. Taylor begins as a smart but naive
young woman, concerned solely with herself and her own future. She matures as she

learns about the pain that others have experienced and takes responsibility for others. In
understanding the world in which she lives, including the environment that surrounds her,
she comes to value her community. In the end, she is a more aware young woman, one

who is better able to take care of the child who is entrusted to her. This chapter will
explore Taylor’s journey, as well the factors that bring Taylor’s new community together.

The Bean Trees is Kingsolver’s most autobiographical novel. Taylor grows up in a
small Kentucky town, then moves to Tucson, Arizona, as Kingsolver did. In
correspondence with Contemporary Literary Criticism, Kingsolver said her first novel was

autobiographical in the sense that it was set in places she lived and concerned issues she
felt were important. She also wrote that the two main characters, Taylor and her friend,

Lou Ann Ruiz, reflect two aspects of her personality:

The two principal characters, both women, are very different: one is
adventurous and the other is terrified of life. They were drawn from
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disparate aspects of my personality that have long been at war. As I wrote

the novel, the characters grew to be close friends, and I realized how much
these two sides of myself depend on one another for survival. (68)
Taylor’s journey begins in Pittman, a small Kentucky community with little to offer

young people. Boys grow up to be tobacco farmers, and girls grow up to be their wives.

Though she has spent her whole life in this community, Taylor recognizes that it holds
little promise for her. Her family consists solely of her mother, Alice, who raised Taylor
to be self-confident and street smart.

Both women are survivors, like the Jesus bugs that

Taylor saw when she fished as a child: “ . .. their four little feet making dents in the

surface but never falling through” (2). When Taylor earns enough to buy the car that will
take her out of town, Alice does not try to stop her. Instead, she makes sure Taylor knows
how to change the tires. Alice is the only thing about Pittman that holds any value for

Taylor. She says, “In this car I intended to drive out of Pittman County one day and never
look back, except maybe for Mama” (10).
Taylor’s Volkswagen breaks down in central Oklahoma, in a region governed by the

Cherokees. Taylor has been told by her mother that they have ties to the tribe because

Alice’s grandfather (who becomes a grandmother in Pigs In Heaven) was Cherokee.
However, this is not a community Taylor can accept either. She is used to Kentucky’s

mountains, “ which left you the chance to think something good might be just over the
next hill” (12). Oklahoma, Taylor says, “made me feel there was nothing left to hope for”
(12).

In a small Oklahoma town, Taylor goes into a bar to get something to eat. When
she leaves to go to her car, a woman follows her. The woman places a small Cherokee
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child in the passenger seat and tells Taylor to take her. Taylor, who has had little sleep,
seems confused about the right way to respond. Before she can return the child to the
woman, the woman leaves. Taylor, revealing her immaturity and naivete, never questions

the legality of the giving away or the taking of a child. She decides to take the girl with

her until she can decide what to do with her. That night, as Taylor is undressing the girl
for a bath, Taylor sees the signs the girl has been physically and sexually abused: “I

thought I knew about every ugly thing that one person does to another, but I had never
even thought about such things being done to a baby girl” (23). This convinces Taylor to
take the girl, whom she names Turtle, with her on to Arizona.

While Taylor is put off by the landscape of Oklahoma, she is amused by the
landscape of Arizona. They pass through Arizona’s Texas Canyon:

It was a kind of forest, except that in place of trees there were all these

puffy-looking rocks shaped like roundish animals and roundish people.
Rocks stocked on top of one another like piles of copulating potato bugs.

Wherever the sun hit them, they turned pink. The whole scene looked too

goofy to be real. . . . Whether my car conked out or not, I made up my mind
to live in Arizona. (35)
This scene is an introduction to the new kinds of plants, insects and other creatures that

Taylor will encounter in Arizona. As she grows as a person, she begins to see the
messages that nature sends.
Two flat tires end their journey in Tucson, which to Taylor seems like “a foreign

country I’d never heard of. Or a foreign decade” (47). It is not just the size of the city
that comes as a surprise but the people and their attitudes, as well. The people she finds
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most foreign are the artists: “These people did not seem to be broke, but they wore the

kinds of clothes Mama’s big-house ladies used to give away but you would rather go
naked than wear to school” (48).

Initially, Taylor attempts to remain independent, though she has little money and
even less confidence in her parenting skills. She tells no one about their plight and asks
no one for help: “In Tucson, it was clear that there was nobody overlooking us all. We

would just have to find our own way” (47). The two of them move into a room in a
downtown hotel, and Taylor begins the struggle of providing for herself and a child. With
just a high school degree, she cannot find a job: “On some days ... 1 was starting to go a
little bit crazy. This is how it is when all the money you have can fit in one pocket, and

you have no job, and no prospects” (49).

Taylor then begins to find the people who can help her, both in terms of resources
and emotional support. Taylor meets another single mother, Sandi, at the fast-food

restaurant where Taylor gets her first job. Sandi, too, has a tough time getting by, but she
helps Taylor by teaching her about parenting: “She knew all about things like how to rub

an ice cube on kids’ gums when they were teething, and where to get secondhand baby
clothes for practically nothing” (66-67).

Taylor and Sandi lose touch when Taylor quits her job, but she meets other women
who befriend her and provide the support she needs. Taylor meets a wise older woman,
Mattie, when she drives her car into Jesus Is Lord Used Tires, Mattie’s business. Mattie, a

widow, is kind to Taylor and Turtle, and the sight of Mattie working under a car inspires
Taylor: “I had never seen a woman with this kind of know-how. It made me feel proud,

somehow. In Pittman, if a woman tried to have her own tire store she would have been

1
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run out of town” (43-44). When Taylor runs out of options, she turns to Mattie for help.

After she quits her job at the restaurant, she takes a job at the tire store. Mattie provides
more than a salary. She is substitute mother as well as a kind of spiritual leader, who
helps Taylor see the lessons that nature holds. From the plants that grow in Mattie’s yard,

Taylor learns about resiliency: “Heads of cabbage and lettuce sprouted out of old tires.
An entire rusted-out Thunderbird, minus the wheels had nasturtiums blooming out of the
windows ...” (45). There is also a bean plant that is entirely purple: “The purple beans

I

appeared to go trooping on down the block, climbing over anything in their path” (46).
Taylor learns about courage, as well, as she comes to understand Mattie’s involvement in

the sanctuary movement, which provides safe haven for Latin American refugees.
The most important part of Taylor’s new community is Lou Ann Ruiz, who, like

Taylor, is from a small town in Kentucky and is a single mother. The two young women
forge a friendship based on their similar backgrounds.

During their first meeting Lou

Ann says, “It’s been so long . . . You talk just like me” (76). Taylor and Turtle move into

Lou Ann’s house, and the women share expenses and child care, which allows Taylor to
work at the tire store. They also become good friends, and both dearly need a friend.

Taylor is finding her way in a new place, and Lou Ann is finding her way in a new life.
Her husband has just left her, and Lou Ann, who had little self-confidence to begin with,

now has even less self-esteem. She keeps newspaper clippings about freak accidents and
is in constant fear that something will happen to her son, Dwayne Ray: “For Lou Ann, life

itself was a life-threatening enterprise. Nothing on earth was truly harmless” (84). Taylor

and Lou Ann find ways to help each other, as all good friends do. Karen FitzGerald, who
reviewed the book for Ms., says the developing friendships among the women of The

-
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Bean Trees give the work its “energy and appeal”: “The give-and-take, the love and

affection and support, allows, encourages, the women to flourish” (28).
Taylor’s new community includes other people, as well. Living near Taylor and

Lou Ann are two older women, Edna Poppy and Virgie Parsons. They take care of

Dwayne Ray and Turtle when Lou Ann and Taylor are working. But beyond the free
child care, the pair teaches Taylor how friends—members of their own small

community—depend on and support each other. On first meeting them, Taylor is struck

by the differences in their personalities. Edna is gentle and sweet, while Virgie is

thoughtless and blunt. Virgie, who seems to represent the prejudicial white person, insults
immigrants in front of the two Guatemalan refugees, Estevan and Esperanza, and calls
Turtle “a wild little Indian” (104). They seem a mismatched pair, but when Taylor sees

Edna alone in a store with a white cane, Taylor realizes for the first time that Edna is
blind. Virgie serves as Edna’s eyes. Edna enriches life for Virgie, as well. One night, the

women invite Taylor, Lou Ann and the children to see a special sight, a plant that blooms

just one night a year. Edna cannot see when the cereus has bloomed, but she can smell it.
Virgie tells them, “Edna’s the one who spots it.. . . If it was up to me I would never notice

to save my live. Because they come out after dark, you see, and I forget to watch for the
buds” (186).
Although Taylor now has the support that she and Turtle need to survive, Taylor is
not completely comfortable in this new community. She comes home from work one day

to find Lou Ann cooking dinner for them. Taylor, who set off to seek independence, is
disturbed by what this scenario represents: “ .. . I realized exactly what was bugging me:
the idea of Lou Ann reading magazines for child-raising tips and recipes and me coming
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home grouchy after a hard day’s work. We were like some family on a TV commercial,
with names like Myrtle and Fred” (84-85). She tells Lou Ann, “It’s not like we’re family
for Christ’s sake. You’ve got your own life to live, and I’ve got mine” (85). But Taylor

does need Lou Ann, not just for the home she provides, but also for the guidance she gives
on raising Turtle. Although Taylor was quick to take Turtle, she seems to resent the

responsibility. When Sandi, her friend from the restaurant, comments on how she and
Turtle do not look alike, Taylor responds, “She’s not really mine.... She’s just
somebody I got stuck with” (52). Taylor is willing to accept the fact that Turtle says

nothing and does little more than clutch on to things. Lou Ann recognizes there is

something wrong with her. She convinces Taylor to take Turtle to a doctor and urges

Taylor to play with her more. But Taylor prickles at hearing Lou Ann’s advice. She
responds, “I play with her ... I bought her a book today” (83).
Taylor does come to understand the importance of a community. She grows as a
person when she can see beyond her own problems and when she understands that being

part of a community means accepting help and giving help, as well. This recognition
comes as she begins to understand the suffering of other people, not just those in her own
immediate community, but in a larger world community.

Through Mattie, Taylor meets Estevan and Esperanza, who have fled their country
and are now in hiding. Estevan and Esperanza become another important part of Taylor’s

community, and they help educate her about pain and courage and the sacrifices some

people make to protect their community. Before leaving Guatemala, they were members
of a teachers union, and their daughter was taken from them because they would not

reveal the names of the other union members. Estevan comes to see Taylor after his wife
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tries to kill herself. He tells her the story of what happened to him and to Esperanza in

Guatemala. After Estevan tells Taylor how the police used telephones to torture people,
she reveals her innocence by asking, “Do you mean they question you over the

telephone?” (134). When he explains how the wires from the phone are taped to the

person’s body, Taylor finally understands the pain that the Guatemalans have experienced.
She says, “I thought I’d had a pretty hard life. But I keep finding out that life can be hard

in ways I never knew about” (135). After he tells her how their child was taken from

them, Taylor does not know how to respond: “There was no way on earth I could explain

what I felt, that my whole life had been running on dumb luck and I hadn’t even noticed”
(137).

Just as Taylor’s community is coming together, it is threatened by forces that seem
overwhelming to her. Immigration officials are about to find Estevan and Esperanza, and

the two of them must be transported to a new safe house. After a man tries to grab Turtle

in a park, she becomes mute and unresponsive once again. Taylor struggles with feelings

of inadequacy, not just as a parent, but as a member of a community. She tells Lou Ann
that she feels powerless to help anyone:

I don’t know where to start, Lou Ann. . . . There’s just so damn much
ugliness. Everywhere you look, some big guy [is] kicking some little person

when they’re down—look what they do to those people at Mattie’s.... How

can I just be upset about Turtle, about a grown man hurting a baby, when the
whole way of the world is to pick on people that can’t fight back? (170)
The incident in the park brings Turtle to the attention of social workers. Taylor
learns she could lose Turtle, and, at first, she is unwilling to fight for her. She tells Lou
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Ann, “Why should I think Turtle’s better off with me than in a state home? At least they

know how to take care of kids. They won’t let anything happen to her” (175). Taylor’s
new community will not let this happen. Lou Ann pushes her to find a way to keep
Turtle, and Mattie gives her some perspective on parenting. Mattie tells Taylor to ask

herself, “Do I think it would be interesting, maybe even enjoyable in the long run, to share
my life with this kid and give her my best effort and maybe, when all’s said and done, end
up with a good friend?” (178). Encouraged by Lou Ann and Mattie, Taylor decides to

seek out Turtle’s relatives so that she can obtain formal custody of the child. She also

volunteers to drive Estevan and Esperanza to a new safe house in Oklahoma. In making
these commitments, Taylor shows how much she has grown. She is no longer solely

concerned about herself. She is now willing to take full responsibility for other people.

At the end of their journey to Oklahoma, Estevan and Esperanza are in a safer place, and
Taylor and Turtle are mother and daughter. Taylor also lets go of the first man she ever

loved. As she says goodbye to Estevan, she shows how much she has learned about
suffering and courage. She tells him, “There’s no way around the hurt is there? You just

have to live with it” (219).

Taylor has lost the only man in her life, but she still has a community of women on

which to depend. Kingsolver, who is committed to focusing on the struggles of women,

recognizes the strength women gain in relying on each other. In Mattie, Taylor has a
mother figure and spiritual leader who can teach her about the natural world and about

people’s relationship to that world. In Lou Ann, Taylor has a friend to help her through
the challenges of parenting. This novel does seem to diminish men’s importance to a
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community of women and to individual women. In one conversation with Lou Ann,

Taylor tells her why having a man around is not that important to her:

So one time when I was working in this motel one of the toilets leaked and I
had to replace the flapper ball. Here’s what it said on the package; I kept it
till I knew it by heart: ‘Please Note. Parts are included for all installations,

but no installation requires all of the parts.’ That’s kind of my philosophy
about men. 1 don’t think there’s an installation out there that could use all of

my parts. (88)
In The Bean Trees, as in Kingsolver’s other books, she calls into question what
makes up a community and the purpose of a community. In The Bean Trees, neither

blood ties nor marriage is required to form a community. Family relationships are sparse
in this book. Taylor and her mother are close, but Taylor leaves her behind in Pittman and

then has limited contact with her through the rest of the novel. Lou Ann has a brief visit
with her mother and grandmother after the birth of her son, but she also seems marooned

in Tucson, cut off from her own family. In this book, Turtle’s family consists of an aunt

who gives her to a stranger. Mattie seems to have no family, and Estevan and Esperanza
have lost their child and left behind any other family. The tie of marriage is also
unimportant to the sense of community in The Bean Trees. Taylor is single, Mattie is a

widow, and Lou Ann is separated from her husband and appears to do better without him.

Estevan and Esperanza are married, but Esperanza, who has just lost her child and her
community, is emotionally detached from everyone. Estevan is attracted to Taylor,

though the relationship never develops. Alice, Taylor’s mother, is married during The
Bean Trees, but the marriage is offstage and dissolves during Pigs in Heaven.

Cal well 24

In this work, what brings people together initially is need. As a writer, Kingsolver

often focuses on poor people struggling to make ends meet. She considers these people
not on the margins of society but in “dead center of life” (See 46). She says of her focus:
“It’s important to illustrate the lives of people who haven’t been considered glorious or

noteworthy” (46). Taylor’s money is running out when she takes the job Mattie offers and
moves in with Lou Ann. Taylor and Lou Ann share expenses and child care to get by.
Esperanza and Estevan become part of the community because they need the shelter that

Mattie provides. These people, brought together by a lack of resources, come to be

friends, who rely on each other for emotional support. Lou Ann helps Taylor cope with
Turtle’s problems, and Taylor helps instill a little confidence in Lou Ann. She gets a job,

rejects her husband, and begins dating a new man. She also gains some perspective on

parenting. She tells Taylor, “ . . . nothing on this earth is guaranteed, when you get right
down to it, you know? I’ve been thinking about that. About how your kids aren’t really

yours, they’re these people that you try to keep an eye on, and hope you’ll all grow up
someday to like each other still be in one piece. What I mean is, everything you ever get

is really just on loan” (231).

Another factor that binds Taylor’s community together is language, as Jack Butler
notes in his review for the New York Times Book Review. Lou Ann and Taylor’s

friendship is cemented by their common Appalachian accent. Language also brings
Taylor and Estevan together. Because Estevan was an English teacher in Guatemala, he

knows Taylor’s language as well as his native Mayan dialect and Spanish. Taylor is
impressed with his use of language, as he is impressed with hers. She tells him: “I think

you talk so beautifully. Ever since I met you I’ve been reading the dictionary at night and
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trying to work words like constellation and scenario into the conversation” (117-118). He

tells her, “ 1 have always thought you had wonderful way with words.. .. you don’t need
to go fishing for big words in the dictionary. You are poetic ...” (118). Esperanza’s
reluctance to speak English helps to exclude her from this community initially. Taylor

and Lou Ann first meet Estevan and Esperanza on a picnic. While Estevan immediately
strikes up a friendship with them, Esperanza remains silent: “While the rest of us talked

and splashed and laughed she sat still, a colorful outgrowth of rock” (93). Later, when she
and Estevan are in Oklahoma, where they blend in with the Cherokees, Esperanza begins
to speak and laugh. Taylor notices the changes in Esperanza: “Something was going on

inside of Esperanza. Something was thawing” (207).
Turtle’s acquisition of language is a focal point of the novel. The abuse that Turtle
experiences leaves her silent and unresponsive. However, after a few months in Taylor’s

care, Turtle says her first word, “bean.” Her vocabulary increases rapidly, with most of
her words being that of vegetables and flowers. It is a plant, the wisteria that represents

the relationship Taylor and Turtle now have with their community. Turtle calls the
wisteria that grows in a park near their home a “bean tree” because of the pods that grow
on it. While reading about wisteria in a horticulture book, Taylor and Turtle learn the

wisteria thrives in poor soil because of a microscopic organism that lives on its roots.

Taylor sees this plant as a metaphor for her new community. She tells Turtle, “There’s a

whole invisible system for helping out the plant that you’d never guess was there. . . . It’s

just the same as with people. The way Edna has Virgie, and Virgie has Edna, and Sandi
has Kid Central Station, and everybody has Mattie. And on and on” (228).
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In The Bean Trees, Kingsolver presents her reader with a young woman who
expects to make a life for herself without the help of others. After taking on the
unexpected role of mother, Taylor finds that independence is impossible and unnecessary.
She surrounds herself with people who can help her. After recognizing her ties to a
community, Taylor is a smarter, more aware young woman. She is willing to look beyond

her own concerns to the needs of others. She embraces a greater community, one that
includes the poor and neglected, and she recognizes a connection to the earth. Taylor now

is prepared for the most vital contribution she will make to the community—caring for a
child no one else wants.
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Chapter III
Analysis of Pigs in Heaven

Pigs in Heaven, Kingsolver’s third book of fiction, can be considered the sequel to
The Bean Trees. It takes up the story of Taylor and Turtle three years later and includes

many of the same characters (as well as one mentioned in Animal Dreams). In this book,
Taylor and her mother, Alice, struggle to keep Turtle, whom the Cherokees want returned
to the tribe. Along the way, they come to see the value of community. Their journeys to

that recognition are different, but both grow when they recognize and solidify their ties to
the community. In embracing the community—the Cherokee Nation—Taylor and Alice
are making themselves part of a larger global family, one that heals and nurtures its

members.
Kingsolver says she was inspired to write Pigs in Heaven by the controversies that
have unfolded as Indians fought for the return of children who had been adopted out of

their tribes. She told interviewer Lynn Karpen: “The media view the basic unit of good as

what is best for the child; the tribe sees it as what is best for the group. These are two
very different value systems with no point of intersection” (9). She realized she had set up

this kind of conflict in The Bean Trees: “I had the option and the obligation to deal with

the issue because the moral question was completely ignored in the first book” (9).
The structure of this book is more complex than that of The Bean Trees. The

narrative shifts among four characters: Taylor; Alice; Annawake, a Cherokee lawyer; and

Cash, a Cherokee man who turns out to be Turtle’s grandfather. Scholar Meredith Sue
Willis sees this shifting narrative as a reflection of the work’s emphasis on community:

“Appropriately enough for a novel that takes community as one of its most important
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values, Pigs in Heaven is even-handed in sharing its point of view” (84). One critic,

Merrill Joan Gerber, took note of the role television plays in the plot of this book and

compared the structure of the book to a television talk show in which everyone gets a
chance to express his or her views: “In fact, every character in Pigs in Heaven stands for

some philosophical point of view, some political idea, some standard of behavior ... ”

(10, 12).

As Gerber notes, these four characters—Taylor, Alice, Annawake and Cash—
>

represent different perspectives on individualism and community. Taylor rejects the
community to protect her own interests. Alice wants to protect Turtle and Taylor, but she

feels the pull of the community. Cash rejects his Cherokee community but comes to value
it once he is apart from it. Annawake, the protector of the community, comes to see that

an individual’s needs have merit, as well. In examining these four characters, the reader
can see how the four come to a resolution that protects the community as well as the
individual.

Taylor’s motives in rejecting the community are noble. She wants to maintain her
relationship with Turtle, whom she has come to love fiercely over the past three years.
Yet her position toward the Cherokee community must change because it has to. She

comes to see that an individual is adrift without a community, and in coming to that
recognition, she saves Turtle once again.
At the beginning of the novel, Taylor is part of a nurturing community in Tucson.
She has a boyfriend, Jax, with whom she shares a house and expenses, as well as friends

who help in the raising of Turtle. She has little money, but she gets by with the help of

her community. Yet she abandons that community when she is threatened with losing
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Turtle. After seeing Turtle on television, Annawake goes to Taylor’s home, where she

makes it clear that she believes Turtle belongs with the Cherokees. Taylor insists she will
not give up Turtle. She says, “If you walked in here and asked me to cut off my hand for

a good cause, I might think about it. But you don’t get Turtle” (76). After Taylor takes
Turtle and flees, they are thrust into a scary world in which they have few people on
whom to depend. Initially, Taylor tries to surround herself with people she knows who
can help them, including a friend and, later, her mother. Eventually, however, they end up

in Seattle where they know no one. Without a community on which to rely, Taylor
struggles to makes ends meet and take care of Turtle. She believes she should be able to

make it on her own. She tells Jax that she is determined to stay in Seattle despite all the
hardships: “I’m going to make this work here. I have to. I’m not stupid, and I’m not lazy.

I’m working so hard, Jax, but we never quite get caught up” (245). Jax, the character who

most seems to echo Kingsolver’s own words, tries to persuade her not to believe that
working people can get by without help. He tells her, “You’re judging yourself by the
great American cultural myth, but Horatio Alger is compost, honey” (246).

Taylor seems unable to connect with anyone in Seattle. When she and Lou Ann first
met, they shared the common struggle of caring for children with limited means.

However, in Seattle the only people she meets are men who do not share her problems.

Her inability to forge connections in this community is further complicated by language.
Instead of help from other people, she receives insults. One of her co-workers is Kevin, a

young man who lives with his parents and spends his money on computer equipment. He

cannot understand why other people live in poverty. When he insults a poor Asian family,

Taylor asks, “Don’t you think it might be possible to be a decent person but still not get
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anywhere?” He responds, “With all the opportunities that are available, and somebody’s

still sitting around staring at his navel on a park bench, you’ve got to admit they must be
that way partly out of personal choice” (209). Even those people who may be of help to

Taylor are separated from her by language. One day, the only baby-sitter she can find for
Turtle is her neighbor, an elderly Chinese woman who does not speak English: “Taylor

tries not to think about Turtle sitting in Mrs. Chin’s dark apartment with no one to talk to,
bearing mute witness to the flickering TV ...” (239).
Throughout Pigs in Heaven, Taylor’s one concern is keeping her child and

providing for her. As their time in exile continues, however, Taylor comes to recognize,
once again, that a community is vital in the raising of a child. As she tells Jax, living on

limited means is possible if you have help, as she did in Tucson. She tells him, “I know

you’re not rich either, but it was different there, with you and me to split the rent, and Lou
Ann always around for baby-sitting” (245). As Taylor tells her mother, “ . . .just her and

me just isn’t enough. We’re not a whole family” (291).

Taylor also comes to understand that Turtle’s needs go beyond food and clothing.
During their first meeting, Annawake tells Taylor that there are things she cannot tell
Turtle about her Indian heritage. Initially, Taylor rejects the suggestion that she cannot
give Turtle everything, but she comes to accept that Annawake is right. In a Seattle park,

Taylor sees a totem pole:
She imagines being quizzed on which kind of Indians carved totem

poles, which ones lived in teepees, which ones hunted buffalo, which ones
taught the Pilgrims to put two fish in the bottom of the hole with each com
plant. She feels ashamed. She has no idea what she should be telling Turtle
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about her ancestors. These days she hardly has the energy to tel! her to eat

right and get to bed on time. (206)
Taylor learns that her lack of knowledge about Indians is actually harming Turtle. During
their first meeting, Annawake suggested that Turtle probably did not like milk. Without

understanding the implication of the statement, Taylor continues to force Turtle to drink
milk. After Turtle complains about stomach problems, Taylor takes her to see a doctor

who tells her Turtle is likely lactose-intolerant as are many people of color. Taylor is

stunned to learn that something she thought was good for Turtle was hurting her: “Taylor
finds she can’t get up from her chair. She is paralyzed by the memory of Annawake

Fourkiller’s final warning, in Tucson, before she drove away: ‘I bet she hates milk’ ”
(296).

When Taylor finally realizes she cannot keep Turtle away from the community any

longer, she takes her to the Cherokees. The experience is heart-breaking for her, but she
admits to the Cherokees that Turtle suffered away from a nurturing community. Taylor
tells Annawake and Cash: “Turtle deserves better than what she’s gotten, all the way

around. I love her more than I can tell you, but just that I love her isn’t enough, if I can’t
give her more. We don’t have any backup. I don’t want to go through with this thing

anymore, hiding out and keeping her way from people. It’s hurting her” (321). When the
decision is made that Taylor must share custody of Turtle, Taylor is devastated but
accepting: “She’s ready to grab Turtle and run for it, except she knows where that road

ends” (340). Taylor recognizes that this community is now hers, as well as Turtle’s.
After the hearing in which Turtle’s custody is established, everyone leaves in a convoy.

Taylor guns through a red light to keep up with the other people: “Nobody much was

■■■
Calwell 32

coming, anyway. If she gets separated from the others now, she’ll never know how her

life is going to come out” (342).
As Willis notes, Taylor and Turtle’s story is the vehicle that drives this book, but
Alice’s story is the more compelling (85). In writing Pigs in Heaven, Kingsolver had a

difficult task. Most of her readers would automatically sympathize with Taylor because

of their association with her from The Bean Trees. Even those readers who picked up
Pigs in Heaven without reading its predecessor could be expected to side with Taylor

because she is a mother, and most of her readers likely would be culturally inclined to
favor mothers. Kingsolver, however, wanted to show the value of community—in
particular the value of the tribe. To make her resolution palatable, she presented both

sides, that of the community and of the individual. The community is seen from the
perspective of an outsider who becomes an insider. This character is Alice, who plays a

much larger role in this book than in The Bean Trees. As she gains an appreciation for the
community, the reader does as well. She, like her daughter in The Bean Trees, grows

from her experience of recognizing the value of community and becoming part of it. By
opening her heart to one Cherokee man, Alice serves as a link between the two cultures.
Her presence at the center of the conflict helps bring about a compromise that the reader

can accept.
At 61, Alice is a woman adrift. Pigs in Heaven opens with Alice waking up and
realizing that she will leave her husband. She feels like “the surviving queen of nothing”
(4). The town of Pittman—the community she has known for many years—no longer

holds anything of value for her. She has little affection even for her own home: “She

*
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raised a daughter in this house and planted all the flowers in the yard, but that s nothing to
hold her here. Flowers you can get tired of’ (5).

After abandoning her husband and her community, Alice tries to make connections
with other people. On her plane trip to Las Vegas to join Taylor, she tries to talk to her
fellow passengers, but they ignore her. Alice is not accustomed to this kind of behavior,
“in which people sit for all practical purposes on top of one another in a public place and

behave like upholstery” (126). When she and Taylor meet Barbie, a woman devoted to

the Barbie doll, Alice is “overcome by mothering drives” (139). Taylor recognizes that
the out-of-work waitress is trouble, but Alice believes they should help her. Barbie tells
them of her hopes of finding the good life in Las Vegas, and Alice is moved by her story:
“Alice . . . can’t imagine the depths of this poor girl’s delusion. She is ready to adopt her
on the spot” (141). Barbie proves to be a poor choice for a community member when she

ends up stealing from Taylor, but by then Alice has left for Oklahoma to meet with the

Cherokees. Only when Alice becomes part of the Cherokee community does she forge
the kind of connections she wants to make with other people.

Initially, Alice views the Cherokee Nation very much as an outsider. As she is
walking through the town of Heaven with her cousin Sugar, Alice is struck by the

dilapidated condition of the town and the homes of its inhabitants: “It looks as if
everybody here has been out of work for the last forty years, and in fact Sugar says that’s

about right (189). On the walk home, Sugar points out the home of an apparently more

well-to-do white family where “a riding lawn mower preens in a carport” (194). The
Indians make do with less.

.. . almost everyone has a goat to keep down the underbrush,
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although once in a while a front yard will sport an old orange mower alongside the

satellite dish” (194).

Alice, however, is quickly pulled in by the Cherokees’ devotion to family and by the
traditions and the language they have maintained for hundreds of years. Alice, whose

only family seems to be Taylor, Turtle and Sugar, is surprised to learn that all of Sugar’s

family live nearby. Sugar’s sons occupy trailers within sight of her home. When Alice
asks why they have not moved away, Sugar answers: “Well, because they’d just end up
coming back anyway, because this is where the family is. Why move away just to tum
around and come back? Too much trouble” (220). When Alice and Sugar walk to the
watering hole that gave Heaven its name, Alice sees how much Sugar’s grandchildren

love her. One teenaged boy named Stand lays a string of fish in front of Sugar: “Alice

can’t get over what she is seeing: adolescent boys being polite. Even more than polite,
they are demonstrating love” (222). Alice also learns about the way Cherokees take care

of the children. Sugar tells Alice that Stand is her daughter’s son who was adopted by
Sugar’s son:“ ... she already had six or seven when he was bom, so Junior adopted him.

You know how people do. Share the kids around” (223).
Alice’s participation in a stomp dance, a Cherokee spiritual ceremony, is what truly

helps her understand the Cherokees—their connection to the past, to nature and to each

other. Cash takes her to the ceremony held in a clearing in the woods. As she and Cash
sit by the clearing, people come by and talk to him in Cherokee, which to Alice sounds
like “strange soft music”: “She had no idea there was so much actual foreign language

thriving right here under the red, white and blue. The idea thrills her” (264). Alice
watches for a while and then joins in. The experience is exhilarating: “It makes her feel

i
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entirely alive, in the roof of her mouth and her fingertips” (270). In dancing with the

Cherokees and losing herself in the music, she finally makes the connection that she has

been lacking: “The music and movement are comforting and repetitious and hypnotic, and

her body slips into its place in the endless motion. For the first time she can remember,
Alice feels completely included” (271).
Alice has come to see the value of the Cherokee community. While the people there

are isolated and poor, they are surrounded by family and friends. In their spiritual lives,

they have a sense of connection missing in Alice’s own life. The members of this
community are connected to each other and to the earth in a way that is new to Alice.
Now that Alice has come to this recognition, she has a better sense of what the

conflict involving Turtle means to the community. After the stomp dance, Alice decides

to pursue her connection to the Cherokees. Sugar helps Alice find their grandmother’s
name on the lists of Cherokees who once were eligible for grants of land. Alice tells

Sugar that she feels it is unfair to enroll when her connection to the tribe is so weak.

Sugar says it does not take much Cherokee blood to be Cherokee: “Being Cherokee is
more or less a mind-set” (275). Alice now understands more about the mind-set. After

spending a few weeks among the Cherokees, she realizes many people there would argue
that Turtle belongs in that community. Sugar does not know why Alice wants to enroll,

but she urges here to take the opportunity: “I don’t reckon you have to say you’re sorry for

coming along and picking a apple off a tree” (276). Alice knows she must take this
opportunity if it will help Taylor, but now she understands the ramifications: “ ... in her
heart, or deeper, in her pinched stomach, she knows it will hurt the tree” (276). In the end,
Alice, who serves as the force of compromise, does not have to choose between Taylor
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and the Cherokee community. By agreeing to marry Cash, she provides the link between

Turtle’s old life and her new one, making the resolution to the conflict more palatable.
Although Cash may appear to be a plot device, his story adds depth and poignancy

to Pigs in Heaven. Through this character, Kingsolver, once again, shows the importance
of a community in the life of one of its members. Cash leaves the Cherokee community
after the deaths of his wife, mother and daughter in one year. As he tells Alice, he went to

Jackson Hole, Wyoming, searching for good fortune: “I had this idea that you can get

ahead by being in a place where everybody’s rich. That being close to good times is like
having good times” (255). Away from his community, however, Cash is lost. He has no
family and few friends. In Jackson Hole, a tourist town, connections with other people are

hard to make.

Racism also serves to set the Cherokees apart from the tourists. Cash’s companion,
Rose, works at one of the many Indian trading posts in the town. Her job is to sit in the

window of the trading post doing beadwork where potential shoppers can see her:
“[Europeans] ask Rose personal questions, thinking she is something exotic. The

Americans are different, they edge around Rose in the store, not looking, as if her clothes

were terribly stained and she didn’t know” (117).
Cash misses his family and his community. He remembers the Cherokee Nation as
a place “where relatives always move over to give you a place at the table” (112). Being

away from family also makes him feel older because no one remembers him as a child:

“That’s the trouble with moving away from your family, he realizes. You lose your youth
entirely, you have only the small tired baggage that is carried within your body” (116).
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Of all the characters in the book, Cash is the one who is most in touch with nature.
In flowers, mountains, and birds, Cash sees a reflection of his own life. He is fascinated

by a flock of pigeons that has taken roost in Jackson Hole. The first time he sees them,
his eyes fill with tears, perhaps because they have a freedom he does not: “They make

their circle again and again, flaunting their animal joy” (109). He also seems to resent
these birds because they have each other. He thinks of them as “some shining creatures

whose togetherness is so perfect it makes you lonely” (113).
Cash finally decides to return to Oklahoma after Rose’s boss, Mr. Crittendon,

commits suicide. This character illustrates what can happen when people make no
connections at all with other people. Cash and Rose know nothing about him, and he

makes no effort to get to know them. Mr. Crittendon finally seeks Cash out after figuring
out that Cash does the beadwork that Rose is supposed to do: “Cash has been in the store

more than fifty times, but Mr. Crittendon never wanted to meet him before” (118). When
Cash goes into his office, which is filled with exotic birds, Cash senses Mr. Crittendon’s

despair: “The air chokes him with bird smells and loneliness” (119). The day after Mr.
Crittendon dies, the city fathers shoot the flock of pigeons that fascinated Cash. Cash

finds relief as they fall to the ground, as if in their deaths he is finding the same peace Mr.

Crittendon may have sought in his suicide: “Cash can see his own face in the plate glass,
empty with relief, as the shot birds fold their wings and vanish one by one, finding the

ground at last” (124).

After Mr. Crittendon’s suicide, Cash returns to Oklahoma. On his way home, he
notices the wildflowers along the highway on his way home and the changing landscape
as he enters Cherokee country. Nature welcomes him back to his community: “He keeps
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an eye out, afraid to miss one single sight as he makes his way. Crowds of black-eyed
susans stand up to be counted, and five beagles sit side by side in someone s yard,

reverent as a choir, blessing his overdue return” (176).
Annawake, like Cash, has left the Cherokee community and returned. After going
to law school, this young woman returns to the Nation to work for the people. Initially,

she is the Cherokee Nation’s staunchest defender, but eventually she forges a compromise
between the community and Taylor that benefits both sides.
Annawake is depicted as a smart young woman who is devoted to her family and to

the Cherokee community. She is at home in and comforted by that community, but she is

also lonely because she is different. Her Uncle Ledger, a medicine man, pushed her to
learn English and do well in school. Her successes kept other people at a distance. One
night, as she walks home to her sister-in-law’s house, she recalls other nights of walking

the same streets: “She’s walked these streets after dark since high school, pacing the

length of her loneliness, Annawake the perfectly admired untouchable” (58).

Annawake is still grieving the loss of her brother Gabriel, who was adopted out of

the tribe. That grief motivates her to protect the children, including Turtle. Eventually,
however, she comes to see that Turtle should remain, at least part of the time, with the

woman who is raising her. The change comes over the many months that Taylor is in
Seattle and Alice is in Heaven. Alice’s presence in Annawake’s life seems to change her.
Annawake, whose own mother was institutionalized, is confronted by a child, her mother,

and a grandmother, all of whom are devoted to one another. Alice treats Annawake with
great kindness and empathy, despite the fact that Annawake could be considered the

enemy. They first talk in a cafe. As Alice arrives, Annawake is spooning sugar back into
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a sugar bowl. Annawake tells her that she spilled it, and Alice responds, “Sugar’s cheap.
. . . You could do worse things” (225). Annawake is surprised by Alice’s response:
“Annawake is taken off guard, forgiven before they even start” (225). During their next
meeting Annawake explains to Alice how many of the Cherokee children were taken from

the community. When Annawake cries, Alice again responds with kindness: “Alice hands
Annawake a handkerchief. Young people never carry them, she’s noticed. They haven’t

yet learned that heartbreak can catch up to you on any given day” (285). Annawake tells
Alice that she hopes to avoid legal intervention in the custody dispute, and she reveals that

she may be softening in her position: “My boss thinks I’m a starry-eyed idealist. That’s
the whole reason I pursued this case, instead of minding my own business. At the time I
met your daughter, I had never experienced a crisis of faith” (285).

Alice and Annawake talk one last time, after Alice learns that Annawake arranged
for her and Cash to meet. After Annawake apologizes for meddling, Alice tells her that
Taylor and Turtle are on their way to Oklahoma. Annawake’s lack of enthusiasm about

this news surprises Alice. It is clear that Annawake understands what Turtle means to
Taylor when she tells Alice the story of the Six Pigs in Heaven. In this legend, six

Cherokee boys are turned into pigs, and then into stars, when they disobey their mothers.

Alice looks at the constellation she knows as the Seven Sisters and says, “I swear there’s

seven.” Annawake responds, “Maybe so. ... The Six Pigs in Heaven and the one mother
who wouldn’t let go” (314).

By the time Annawake appears in court, she has accepted that the needs of the
individual are important, but the tribe, the community, must be maintained as well. In the
court hearing, Annawake summarizes the legal question for the audience. She tells them
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there are two considerations, reinstating Turtle to the community and maintaining Turtle’s
attachment to Taylor. For her the matter represents “one of those rare chances life gives
us to try and be the very best that we are”: “Our children are our future. But we want

them to grow up under the influence of kindness and generosity. Sometimes we have to

put the needs of an individual in second place, behind the needs of the community. But
we should never put them out of our mind entirely” (338). Her assessment leads her to
recommend a compromise: Cash receives legal guardianship of Turtle, but he and Taylor
will share custody of her. Annawake has struggled with how to protect the community

without harming Turtle. She succeeds by forging a compromise that promises to do both.
Several critics found fault with the chaotic conclusion of Pigs in Heaven, in which

nearly every character comes out with what he or she needs or wants. Cash has his
granddaughter back and a new love in Alice; Turtle has her old family restored and a new

community to care for her; Alice has a new love and a new community; and Annawake
has the satisfaction that she has found a solution that protects the community and the
mother-daughter bond between Turtle and Taylor. Only Taylor loses, but her losses
could have been much greater. Scholar Bruce Fleming said of this conclusion: “This is

plot resolution with a vengeance. Some may say it’s a sellout with a light heart” (565).
Rhoda Koenig wrote, “Pigs in Heaven introduces a number of serious problems (failed
marriage, child abuse, ethnic identity), then resolves them with a dopey benignity and a

handful of fairy dust” (100). From a writer whose main concern is showing how a
community benefits all of its members, the conclusion seems appropriate. Turtle and

Taylor are now part of this community, and they benefit by having their relationship

maintained. The community benefits by having these people join it. As critic Travis
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Silcox said in her review of the book: “Noisy, full of life and chaos, open to change and

revelation, even improbable, Pigs in Heaven reminds us that this is what the lives of real
people are like: dynamic, a bit crazy, and certainly—and crucially—interdependent’ (42).

In studying Pigs in Heaven, it is interesting to compare it to the community in its

predecessor, The Bean Trees. In The Bean Trees, Taylor gathers around her a community

of people who can help her. By contrast, the community of Pigs In Heaven is already
established. It is the Cherokee Nation, a group of people who share history, values, land,

culture and language. At first glance it would seem that these two communities are quite
different. In both communities, however, the members are bound to each other by a deep

sense of responsibility and love. In addition, the members of the community of Pigs in
Heaven share common needs and common language.

In making her case for community, Kingsolver does not ignore the problems that

plague the Cherokees, including racism and alcoholism. These subjects are mentioned if
not explored in depth. However, the Cherokees’ most obvious problem is a lack of
resources. Few people have full-time jobs. In this community, no one has much, so no

one has to feel worse off than anyone else. As Annawake tells Alice, “ . . . growing up
here, you don’t have to bother much with pretending you’re not poor” (229). The
Cherokees get by with help from each other and from the government. Annawake

explains to Alice how the Indians feel about welfare:
People say Indians are ungrateful welfare recipients, but what they really

mean is we don’t act embarrassed enough about being helped out. The
young people like me, the radicals, we’ll say it’s because we had everything

stolen from us and we deserve the scraps we’re getting back. And that’s
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true, but it’s not the point. The old people around here, they’re not thinking
about Wounded Knee, they’re just accepting what comes their way. For us,
it’s the most natural thing in the world to ask for help if we need it. (230)

Beyond welfare, the Cherokees also have their environment on which to rely. They hunt,
fish and collect wild plants. Alice is surprised when Sugar stops along the roadside to

pick poke: “She knows you can eat poke, has known it all her life. But she has also
known for many years what people would say about her if they saw her collecting her

salad greens from the roadside” (191). The differences in the ways of thinking are
apparent: The Cherokees are willing to accept help and make do with what they can, while
Alice is more concerned with appearing to be poor.

As in The Bean Trees, language is also a factor that holds this community together.

Despite the fact that Cherokees of Cash’s generation were forced to learn English in
boarding schools, the Cherokee language was maintained. Many people speak both. At
the stomp dance, Alice hears people speaking both at the same time. She does not feel
excluded; instead she finds it fascinating and beautiful: “The two men speak in Cherokee
for a while. Alice is surprised that she can follow the general gist because of words like
‘Ace Hardware’ and ‘distributor cap’ that regularly spring up shiny and hard-edged from

the strange soft music of the conversation” (264). Interestingly, it is Annawake, who,
having spent much time away from the Nation, finds it sometimes hard to communicate.
She struggles to explain her culture to Alice in words that Alice will understands: “There

are things I can’t explain to white people. Words aren’t enough” (232).

There are other ways, as well, in which this community is similar to that of The
Bean Trees. At the heart of this community—like the one in The Bean Trees—are
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women. Nearly everyone Alice meets is female; the husbands, sons and brothers are away
trying to make a living. Women are depicted as the ones who keep these families
together. Sugar, Alice’s cousin, looks out over a crowd of family members at a hog fry

and thinks, “The obstinate practicality of old women pierces and fortifies these families
like steel rods buried in walls of powdery concrete” (187). Young women are central to

the cultural life of this community. At the stomp dance, Alice sees teenaged girls,
wearing leggings made of terrapin shells, dancing closest to the fire: “Only the girls with

the turtle-shell legs do the fancy step, concentrating hard, with no wasted motion in their
upper bodies ...” (269).
This community, with women at its heart, has a goal in common with community of

The Bean Trees. The Cherokees hold their children in great regard and want to protect
them, as do the women of The Bean Trees. At the hog fry, Sugar watches children scamper
about: “Children are everywhere in sight. The ones too small to climb trees run low

through the crowd, their smooth dark heads passing under every hand” (186). Sugar

encounters Boma Mellowbug, the town eccentric who hears the call of the kona, a bird that
flies over when someone is going to die. Sugar says, “Just so it’s not one of the children.”

Boma responds, “No . . . We’re going to keep these children on” (187). Kingsolver
emphasizes how children and adolescents are valued, while at the same time trying to

explain how one Cherokee child, Turtle, could have been abused and abandoned.
Annawake tells Alice the federal government that placed Indian children in boarding
schools is ultimately to blame: “Family has always been our highest value, but that

generation of kids never learned how to be in a family. The past got broken off.. . . The
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ones my age are the casualties. We have to look farther back than our parents, sometimes,
to find out how to behave” (227-228).

While blood ties have little to do with the formation of community in The Bean
Trees, families play an important role in this book. Family members live close together so

they can help each other when necessary. The connections among families are also

important. At the hog fry, Sugar knows that everyone there is related to her in some way:

“All these people are related somehow to Roscoe and herself and her children. Probably
she could pick out any two people in Cherokee Country and track the human path that links
their families” (186). Taylor’s interest in family is piqued by her experiences among the

Cherokees. Taylor is shocked when Turtle, apparently forgetting Jax and her friends back
in Tucson, tells a Cherokee social worker that she does not have a family. Taylor is also
moved by Cash’s devotion to Turtle. These emotions lead Taylor to decide to make a long
term commitment to Jax. She tells her mother: “I think of Jax and Lou Ann and Dwayne

Ray, and of course you, and Mattie, my boss at the tire store, all those people as my family.

But when you never put a name on things, you’re just accepting that it’s okay for people to

leave when they feel like it” (328).
Most critics agree that Pigs in Heaven is not Kingsolver’s best novel, but this work

is interesting because she calls into question the one thing that she applauds in her first

two novels

ommunity. In The Bean Trees, the community is a powerful force of good,

one that has the ability to nurture and heal its members. Throughout Pigs in Heaven, the

community remains a powerful force with the same abilities, but it is also a threatening
force. Because of her steadfast commitment, Kingsolver weighs in on the side of the
community, but she recognizes a need for a compromise that considers the needs of the
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individual as well. This community now has recovered one its members, Turtle, and has
gained two new ones, Alice and Taylor. The individuals and the community benefit from

a compromise that recognizes the needs of both.
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Chapter IV
Conclusion
In The Bean Trees and Pigs in Heaven, Barbara Kingsolver successfully supports her
case for the value of making connections with other people. The characters, Taylor, Alice

and others, initially seek independence, but they come to recognize the value of a nurturing
community. Community is questioned in Pigs in Heaven but not abandoned. In the end, it is

the individual who must make the greater sacrifice for the good of the community. In
Kingsolver’s world, community, in whatever form it takes, is worth preserving. In a society
that suffers from serious problems—including a lack of opportunities and discrimination—

those who find themselves part of a community are more likely to persevere.
Yet, it is important to recognize that most readers are not drawn to Kingsolver

because of her strong opinions. They read Kingsolver’s novels because she knows how
people live and how people talk. She offers compelling narratives with believable
characters. Readers respond to her work because of the stories she tells: Taylor and

Turtle’s evolving relationship; Cash and Alice’s late-in-life romance; Annawake’s change
of heart. All four of her novels are full of interesting plots and subplots. Most critics

recognize that the characters’ stories drive these books, not the politics. As Karen

FitzGerald, who reviewed The Bean Tree, noted, “Barbara Kingsolver.. . has written a
vivid and engaging first novel that is concerned more with love and friendship than with
the perils of single motherhood and the politics of the sanctuary movement” (28). This

emphasis on friendships among women and the communities that result likely resonates

with female readers because they understand the importance of these types of relationship
in their own lives.
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The characters’ stories do drive these novels, but readers cannot close these books

without learning something about the issues that interest Kingsolver, including Central
American politics, racial identity, the environment and the struggle of the poor.
Kingsolver does get her points across, but she does not lecture. She successfully

incorporates her beliefs within her narrative. As several critics noted, she focuses on a
particular situation and lets that situation make the point for her. Wendy Smith said of
Pigs in Heaven: “In her perfectly calibrated narrative, which juggles several simultaneous

storylines, she prompts us to see the need for collective justice as well as personal
fulfillment—not as Annawake misguidedly does, by making blanket statements, but by

showing how these issues work themselves out in particular lives” (3).

Most readers would identify Kingsolver as a liberal by virtue of those issues that she
emphasizes in her novels. However, there are critics and scholars who say Kingsolver is

actually quite conservative. Scholar Maureen Ryan writes:
The problem with Barbara Kingsolver’s fiction is that the big subjects, the

looming dangers, are always dismissed. Everyone in her books turns out to
be inherently good and well-meaning; the men sensitive and sexy, the

women intrepid and resilient (and always perfect mothers).. . . The dangers
in Kingsolver’s novels are not the challenges and perils that her characters
all too easily overcome; they are the soothing strains of old-time religion,

lulling us to oblivion with her deceptive insistence that if we love our

children and our mothers, and hang in there with heart and home, the big bad
world will simply go away. (81)
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Some of what Ryan said about Kingsolver’s work cannot be dismissed easily. The

terrible things that happen to characters in these books do take place off-stage, and the
villains rarely appear. The reader does not see Turtle being abused or confront the man

who did it. Even Barbie, the out-of-work waitress with criminal intentions in Pigs in
Heaven, is not much of a threat. Yet Ryan’s assessment of Kingsolver’s work does seem

oversimplified. Kingsolver acknowledges in her fiction that the world can be an ugly
place where the poor, the uneducated, and minorities have a difficult time. She also seems

to understand that she may reach more people by offering narratives that emphasize the
solutions rather than the problems. The solution that she emphasizes more than any other

in her first three novels is interdependency, the need for people to form connections and
rely on each other.

With four novels behind her, Kingsolver has not yet entered the ranks of such
contemporary American writers as Toni Morrison, Louise Erdrich and Amy Tan. In her
most recent work, Poisonwood Bible, Kingsolver’s politics threaten to draw attention

away from her narrative. As David Streitfeld of the Washington Post said in reviewing
the book,“. . . political allegory assures contemporary novelists of nothing but a quick

trip to the discount table” (16). However, Kingsolver has the potential for noteworthy
work in the future. She knows how to write compelling stories about interesting

characters. Her narratives, combined with thoughtful messages, undoubtedly will draw
readers to her work in the future.
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